I-Search Paper - Publishing

“Mightiest of all rulers of the west was Charlemagne, lord of the Franks, who, when he sat at dinner, had fifty kings to wait upon him.”
I need five minutes, give or take, to stutter and slur my way through the first line of The Horn Of Roland. My face is red with exertion, but when I look up, my mother beams at me proudly. Outside, Bangkok shimmers, a moist mirage. Six years old, I have better things to do than worry about the heat. Banana grove, a blue gem of a pool- for a year we are wealthy in a land of friendly faces and poverty. For the next hour, as the teak staircase moans and late-year cicadas take up their shrill music-making, I learn to wield arms, struggle with my Latin, befriend Oliver the Wise, fall in love, and out again. 

“Can we take a break?” I whine. Inevitably, Roland and his baffling vocabulary has tired me out, leaving me longing for the more simple pleasures waiting outside. 

“We’ll continue with math after half an hour, though, okay?” She shakes her head, light from the oppressive humidity, knowing better than to push on once I’ve lost interest. That stubborn streak…It must come from her father.

Tripping over the swell of the door on the way out and well accustomed to my own clumsiness, I reach my flea-infested kitten; unnamed. While I feed her old rice mixed with tuna oil, I lecture her on the boyhood of Roland, born in a cave. 

“Someday, I’ll write a story about you,” I promise her, wrinkling my own nose at the fishy stench. She mewls with what appears to be avid interest; though whether in my story or in her food is hard to tell. 

From the back of the compound, I hear the unmistakable racket that could only be my mother beckoning me back to my studies. With a groan and a last affectionate pat, I untangle my grimy limbs and race home. Watching me, carefree tomboy with a primal love for anything literate, my mother cannot help wondering where I will be in ten years. Oh please let her not lose interest. Blissfully unaware of anything but that particular, sweltering Tuesday, I collapse on the cool wood floors to await that days’ math lesson. Psh, math. Who needs math, anyway? While adding six and two, I can think only of Roland, fierce and proud and tragic.

The Horn Of Roland still sits in its place of honor on my myriad bookshelves- a little worse for wear, but every bit as enthralling as it was then. Bloodshed and romance was what I sought in the early days of word-love; now I too am a little worse for wear. Instead I am gripped by the tragedies/beauties of personal life, and what better outlet than poetry, then? None; I breathe and drink words, shower and eat words. Their weight presses down on me as I sleep. That much significance is difficult to keep locked in. I want more than anything to show the world the tumult that rages beneath the surface, but how? Publishing, of course. But I don’t know anything about publishing! I protest internally. Excuses, excuses. The truth is that what I have heard is incredibly daunting; a laborious, slow process, with failure ever at hand. “Horror stories” in which the writers find themselves ripped off by a “cheap, independent” publishing house- no copyright on their writing, no refund on the money sent to the dubious publisher. Even so, there is much I don’t know, beginning with ‘WHERE DO I START!?’ After this first and foremost follow the various practicalities: ‘How long will the process take?’ ‘How much will the process cost?’  ‘Do I need an agent?’ ‘Should I go via a self-publishing firm, or through an established company?’ For the impending future (High School, University, Career, oh god) is the difficult question of ‘Even if I were published, would I sell enough to make a profit- to sustain myself?’ The list goes on and on. For several years now I have tiptoed tentatively around the idea. With the arrival of the I-Search paper, I decided to finally take initiative and, with some basic advice from both first- and second-hand sources, actually attempt to publish something. I’m afraid


Of failure, mainly. But with some tips gathered from various language arts lessons, and a little of my (admittedly lacking) common sense, I managed to avoid most gaping potholes. First, the problem of finding sources- both informative and credible. This was a real obstacle since I had expected to get much of my information from books, which in my opinion are much easier to evaluate the reliability of. Unfortunately, after lugging home and struggling through four or five “writing books”, I found that none of them really answered my specific questions. Thus I was forced to turn to the Internet. Luck was with me; within a few hours of research I came upon the website of The Academy Of American Poets. Not only a prime source for information, but also most certainly trustworthy, being an established organization that offers freely an FAQ page in which is listed its origins, board members, and aims. In order to cross-reference (as well as meet the expectations of the assignment), I needed to find another source. This came in the way of Lifevest Publishing, perfect because of its apparent legitimacy: openly stating its location, contact details, and company details. In addition, it addressed some of the questions The Academy Of American Poets did not. For one, it was a self-publishing house that offered a completely different take on writing and publishing.  Acquiring a third source presented yet another obstacle. Determined to obtain a real author to interview, I found myself at a loss. So…where do I find a published author? Good question. The day before the first draft of the I-Search paper was due, I just decided to email four people I had discovered almost at random, two of whom were parents of ASIJ students. The very next day I had received emails from Lois Lowry, Mark Schilling, Steven Cousins, and Virginia Phiri. Each of these interviewees offered both a fresh perspective and invariably helpful advice for a novice writer.


This research stage presented me one incredibly important fact: make sure to have many sources. Not only does it offer multiple perspectives, which adds a wider clarity, but wherever these perspectives coincide you can be sure that it is a fairly “correct” answer to your question. In addition, I discovered the “best” sources are definitely people who have undergone exactly what it is you’re researching. Websites and books are great, but only when interacting directly with people can you ask the right clarifying questions, or identify the same language-love (or whatever your love happens to be) in your interviewee. People love talking. People love talking about themselves. And more often than not, they have interesting and informative things to say. It’s a win-win situation. 

Obviously there’s the ‘make sure your source is reliable’, but I find that unless you’re dealing with more fact-oriented research topics, reliability is not that big a deal. I mean, if I had been looking for a publisher to whom I wanted to actually send something, the process of authenticating my source would have been far more important. 


Writing, and specifically writing poetry has been a long-nurtured love, watered with the arrogance of the young. Now, with ever-broadening vision, I begin to realize my insignificance. I’m good- but what if I’m not good enough? What if I fail? I don’t stand a chance! So how to start? This, the most difficult and troubling question was also the one most easily answered. I was both relieved and disappointed when every single publishing guide for “young authors” I researched explicitly advised to “start small”. As The Academy Of American Poets says on their website, Poets.org, “…you should be aware that most writers start their careers by submitting their work to literary magazines and journals, gaining recognition from editors, agents, and peers…” Perfect, I thought. I’m on the Hanabi, after all, and intend on submitting to the Daruma. Mr. Cousins, a published author, agreed in the interview I conducted with him via email. “…It’s good to start small…if you start out with poems or short stories, then there's lots of magazines or literary journals to choose from.” Though this was heartening in some regard, I realized I’d already come to a crossroads with my research: was I going to go off into another tangent that followed how to “start small”, or was I going to answer my initial questions about “actual publishing”? Finally I decided to stick with the latter. Eventually I want to be a real author, right? So why not get a head start on what I’ll need to know then.

Immediately after deciding to continue with my research, I was faced with another dilemma: do I theorize that I’ll want to self-publish, or go through a publishing house? This question, originally one of the least important in my mind, eventually would define the answers to the rest of my questions. Each has its pros and cons, thus defining both publishing cost and publishing time. Lifevest Publishing is  “…a self-publisher, commercial publisher, and printer-bindery all rolled into one.” Thus it ensures that even if my work is (absolute crap) not accepted elsewhere, I can always churn out a book on my own time (a short 3-4 weeks) and- more unfortunately- my own expenses.  Lifevest’s offer? $1, 499.00. About such self-publishing firms, Lois Lowry is extremely critical, claiming that a publisher that requires the author to pay is by no means a reputable publisher. She says, “…(It) will print the book for you but does not have the marketing and promotion that a real publisher does” Mrs. Phiri agrees, adding that “Self-publishing is…complicated, it is difficult” Okay, so despite the relative freedom it offers, I guess self-publishing isn’t the way to go.  


Here a publishing house is more practical. Poets.org says, “Once a poem or manuscript is accepted, the publisher typically covers the cost of publication and promotion.”  All interviewees agreed on this point, their drift being that the cost of publishing through an established publisher only amounts to the price of the paper and ink it was written on and with. Reliability, cost, and status facts aside, this kind of publishing sounds rather more daunting: as opposed to the 3-4 weeks offered by Life Vest, Mr. Schilling admits that while publishing his book took only a month, most authors must wait up to six months, or even a year. 


Another downside of professional publishing comes in the form of the necessity of an agent. Do I really need one? The Academy Of American Poets suggests not necessarily.  “…You can submit your work to journals and small publishing houses on your own.” The downside? While there are plenty of journals willing to publish one’s work, there are very few large book publishers who actually print poetry, and if at all, “…almost exclusively through the mediation of agents.”

At this stage of research, having answered all of my basic questions, I felt incredibly disillusioned.  It seemed whether I self-publish or go via a publisher, the process is an expensive and time-consuming one, where luck plays a major role. But there was still one unanswered question. Even if I were published, would I sell enough to make a profit- to sustain myself? Hell, why not? The situation can’t get much worse now, can it? Unfortunately, the answer comes in the form of a bumper sticker I once spotted on a car in California: ‘Real artists have day jobs’. Poets.org concurs in a subtler tone.  “Very few poets rely entirely on the proceeds from their work.” Not exactly the most encouraging of answers, not exactly the most encouraging of research conclusions. Will I give up the dream entirely? Of course not. There’s always journalism to consider; jobs as a translator or teacher. And in the meantime, I aim to follow Mr. Cousins’ philosophy of, “The main thing is to really enjoy writing, and to write things that you're really excited about.” Will do, Mr. Cousins.
After compiling my information and again reading over all the various interviews, I realize that while publishing is indeed a grim process, the difficulties don’t lie so much in dubious publishers, but the competition of the business. There are circa 6,500,000,000 people in the world; I’m just one of them. There are only so many publishers, only so large a market. But I’m heeding the advice of the experienced ones, and starting small. For this project, I have submitted a poem of mine, No Complaints to TeenInk.com, a website for the project that is “…by teens, for teens…” It includes a magazine and book series that is published periodically. No costs, no agent required. 

It’s a start.
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